Woodpecker finches are famous for their spontaneous tool use behaviour in the wild. They use twigs or cactus spines to pry arthropods out of crevices and use this ability more than any other tool-using species known. We experimentally investigated the cognitive abilities related to tool use. We chose three experimental designs that have been used to test several primate species (trap tube task and modification task) and New Caledonian crows (tool length task). One of six woodpecker finches was able to solve the trap tube task, and several individuals modified tools and chose twigs of appropriate length. Most subjects mastered these new tasks quickly, but we found no evidence that they were able to assess the problems in advance. These findings resemble those obtained for primates in these tasks.
Comparative studies of cognitive aspects of behaviour, including social competence, imitation and tool use, have aimed to pinpoint important steps in the emergence of primate intelligence and the corresponding increase in brain volume (Byrne & Whiten 1988; Tomasello & Call 1997; Reader & Laland 2002) . Tool use is considered to require special cognitive abilities, because it involves causally relating two or more objects that are external to one's own body (Piaget 1954; Parker & Gibson 1977) . Research in monkeys and apes has revealed that the ability to learn by trial and error varies between species, and that success in using tools does not imply causal understanding (Tomasello & Call 1997; Visalberghi & Tomasello 1998; Povinelli 2000) . Chimpanzees, Pan troglodytes, and orang-utans, Pongo pygmaeus, are outstanding in the primate world for their tool-manufacturing and tool-using behaviour both in the wild and in captivity (e.g. Lethmate 1982; Tomasello & Call 1997; Whiten et al. 1999; van Schaik et al. 2003) . These results are consistent with the hypothesis that, at least in primates, brain size and tool use ability are causally linked (Reader & Laland 2002) . However, tool use is not restricted to primates, but occurs in many other taxa, including insects and birds (Beck 1980) . Habitual use of tools is known from several bird species: Egyptian vultures, Neophron percnopterus, drop stones on ostrich eggs (van Lawick-Goodall & van Lawick 1966) ; green-backed herons, Butorides striatus, use bait to catch fish (Walsh et al. 1985) ; satin bowerbirds, Ptilonorhynchus violaceus, use bark wads to paint their bower (Chaffer 1945); and New Caledonian crows, Corvus moneduloides, make and use at least three forms of tools to aid prey capture (Hunt 1996) , and even manufacture hooks from wire to solve a specific task, exceeding even nonhuman primates with this ability (Weir et al. 2002) .
As in primates, tool use abilities in birds are related to the size of selective neural structures. Tool use is positively correlated with the size of the neostriatum ventrale and hyperstriatum ventrale, indicating that special cognitive abilities are related to this skill (Lefebvre et al. 2002) .
We investigated the cognitive abilities associated with tool use by the woodpecker finch, Cactospiza pallida. These birds use twigs or cactus spines to pry out arthropods from tree holes and crevices (Eibl-Eibesfeldt 1961) . Woodpecker finches even modify their tools: they shorten twigs or break off side twigs that would prevent insertion into holes. Woodpecker finches spend more time using tools and acquire more food with them than do chimpanzees (Nishida & Hiraiwa 1982; Boesch et al. 1994; Yamakoshi 1998) , which are the most proficient tool users among nonhuman primates. In the arid zone during the dry season, woodpecker finches spend half their foraging time using tools and obtain 50% of their prey this way (Tebbich et al. 2002) . Therefore, this species seems to be an obvious candidate for investigating the cognitive abilities related to tool use. Several primatologists have proposed that only primates have special cognitive skills for using tools
